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A. P. RICHARDSON

Editor

EDITORIAL
A Word to Those Who Would Be Accountants
Within the last few years there has been an enormous increase
in the number of inquiries received as to the prospects and profits
of public accounting. Innumerable young men and women write
to ask if there would be an opportunity for them to enter the pro
fession, and if there were such opportunity what the compensa
tion would be.
In regard to every calling it may properly be said that the
results depend largely upon the fitness of the individual, but in
accounting more than in most professions it is essentially true. The
work for many years will be arduous, and if there be no natural
aptitude for analysis, mathematics, economy and other elements
of accounting there will be no success. The person who is not
imbued with a sense that accounting is the one thing for which
he is best fitted would do well to select some other vocation.
A letter recently written by one of our eminent accountants to
his nephew was brought to our attention and the contents of it
contained so striking and delightfully worded a reply to the oftrepeated inquiry that we asked and obtained permission to present
the letter to our readers.
It will be found somewhat reminiscent of the familiar letters
of old Gorgon Graham to his son, but the style is quite distinct
and the profound philosophy runs on somewhat different lines.
Every accountant who has had to answer inquiries from pro
spective applicants for positions or has had to give advice to
relatives and friends will welcome the publication of the letter
which follows as providing a complete and admirable answer
suitable, with slight variations, to almost every case.
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The letter is commended to the careful and prayerful con
sideration of every accountant and everyone else who thinks of
becoming an accountant.
My dear Paul:
Your letter of November 10th reached my office during my absence from
the city, else I should have replied thereto sooner.
I am indeed glad to hear from you and to learn something of your present
notions concerning the matter of selecting a career for yourself.
Now, in my opinion, the very best immediate service I can render you
is to interrogate you, or rather get you to interrogate yourself, and to dis
cuss with you this matter of choosing a vocation. Permit me, therefore, to
take the rostrum and preach a little sermon.
First, let me say that what the world most needs is men who, having
studied themselves and their own natural vocational qualifications, deliber
ately choose a career, whether it be trade, business or profession, and then
for all time thereafter, consistently, through adversity and temporary allure
ments, stick to their chosen career. The world is full of men whose lives
are fashioned on the doctrine of opportunism and who sail their craft through
the troubled waters of life without any further chart or compass than the
apparent immediate promise of the enterprise which, for the moment,
engages them.
The testimony of every person whose opinion is worth anything is that
the men who do the things in this world which are worth while are the men
who establish for themselves an objective in life and pursue that objective
despite any temptations or allurements which, for the moment, seem to
promise an immediate greater advantage. So much for this idea.
You are old enough to grasp it and all that I am trying to do is to
emphasize the importance of starting out right.
I suppose that you have given sufficient serious consideration to your own
natural aptitudes and inclinations and to your own really basic temperamental
qualifications and vocational fitness.
In the first place, you should carefully consider whether your career shall
be in business or in a profession. While you are doing that bear in mind
that while a professional career, as distinguished from a business career,
may hold out satisfactions of many kinds other than merely financial reward,
the fact nevertheless remains that if all the other factors which might enter
into the problem of success were the same, the business career, on the average,
holds out the promise of greater financial success than does the professional
one. You have only to consult your own immediate observations on this
point, or talk with your dad or older men about it, and either you or they
will have great trouble in finding an instance in which a man ever became
rich (what we nowadays call rich) from the practice of any kind of pro
fession. It is true that men have achieved large financial success who were
professional men, but usually their financial rewards did not come from the
pure practice of their profession, no matter what it might be.
Of course a comfortable competence is the first and prime consideration,
but if you choose a professional career you want to do so with the idea that
the choice is based on considerations supplemental to and even greater in
your estimation than the mere financial rewards. In other words, you would
rather do the work of your profession than do anything else, no matter how
large and alluring the pay might be.
Having decided this question for yourself, and assuming the choice to be
a profession, next consider carefully your own qualifications for the various
professions, and bear in mind that every one has natural qualifications for
something in life, and much depends on finding the thing for which his
natural qualifications fit him.
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Having determined this, choose it and stick to it through thick and thin,
unless you discover that your own character analysis of yourself was mis
taken. All the work and study you do thereafter must be planned to develop
these qualities and to acquire all the theoretical and practical knowledge
which will equip you to be a more skillful practitioner.
The basic natural mental qualification for the profession of accountancy
is not the mathematical or number ability (although this is a strong support
ing one), but is what I might call the analytical faculty, viz.: a power to
reason straight and correctly, from fundamentals to derivatives (this we call
deduction), or from derivatives back to fundamentals (this we call induc
tion). You should possess the ability to analyze a complex problem, resolve
it into its component elements, distinguish between the important and the
relatively unimportant, and discover the relation of each part to each other
and to the whole. If this quality is lacking in you, and if you have not
the ability to stick to your problem without being tempted into all kinds of
fanciful and collateral and interesting and related suggestions, you lack the
one mental quality which lies at the very base of success in the practice
of accountancy. You might make a good poet or a painter or a successful
promoter or a salesman, or many other things, but would you succeed in
accountancy, you must be able to develop in yourself the quality of concen
trating your mind on the one thing which for the time being engages your
attention.
Of course you have learned by now that a bookkeeper is no more an
accountant (although an accountant must know all about bookkeeping, about
law, economics and many other things) than an apothecary is a chemist, a
butcher is an anatomist, or a skillful mechanic is an architect or an engineer.
Should you choose accountancy as your profession, you will have to make
the same sacrifices as the beginner in any other profession by way of study,
drudgery and years spent to acquire experience, during which time other
young chaps will be earning more than you are.
Of course it may be that a young man of only twenty years of age cannot
yet make that careful self-analysis which will enable him to decide into
which part in the game of life he fits the best. Whether or not he can make
this judgment depends in part on biological conditions and in part on pre
vious environment and mental experiences. He can, however, at least make
a tentative and prima facie decision on the basis of which to will to adopt a
rigid course long enough to test thoroughly his tentative conclusions.
I gather from your letter that your present notion is that you have an
inclination toward and some fitness for the profession of accountancy, and
I assume that this is not based merely upon the notion of desiring a job
which will answer your immediate purposes—this job to be lightly abandoned
for another which, for the time being, promises better rewards in the way
of financial compensation, hours, comforts or any other inducements.
If the foregoing assumption be correct, I have the permission of my
partners to offer you a junior clerkship on our staff. I would not expect that
you could be of very much service for a number of years, even though you
had every natural qualification for the work. I would expect that for the
next two or three years you would intensively pursue a course in account
ancy which you could do through extension methods (by correspondence).
During this time you would have the opportunity for laboratory work, the
more or less tedious drudgery in a junior capacity that employment on an
accountant’s staff affords. After serving this time of apprenticeship for
three or four or five years, you might begin to think of having laid the
foundation subsequently to become an accountant. The studies which you
have pursued at school, if you have pursued them with any profit, will have
been excellent preparation, but don’t get the idea that they have done any
more toward completing your preliminary education as an accountant than
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would graduation from a primary school have completed an ordinary classical
education—which would only be begun after you had been graduated from a
university.
Should you conclude to make the trial for long enough thoroughly to
determine this matter for yourself, and, as a means to this end, come to
work for this firm, you would do so on exactly the same basis as do any other
young men attached to our staff. I would rarely come in contact with your
work, and would only learn about it through the senior members of our
staff under whose direction you might work for the time being.
You could hope to receive to begin in the neighborhood of $75.00 a
month, and you would have to arrange your living in such a way that this
would provide for your daily necessities and pleasures and have a little left
over for tuition and the possible necessity for a nest egg. At present you
have no experience whatever to fit you to do even the most ordinary kind of
clerical service, and it might be desirable that we should get a job for you
in an office somewhere among our clients, to absorb at least a little atmos
phere on the inside of a business office.
Exactly the same method could be adopted which one of my partners
employed with his two sons, about which you might be interested in knowing.
When the boys left school both got jobs in our office for the time being,
until an opportunity presented itself to place them temporarily in the offices
of clients who needed somebody at that time. They would stay no longer
than was necessary to learn all they could from the jobs and put into the jobs
all of which they then were capable, when they would arrange with their
bosses to have somebody succeed them whom they thoroughly instructed in
the duties of the jobs. They would then take other jobs at one-half of what
they were earning in those which they resigned. This process was repeated
for a number of years, and in the intervals they had some opportunity for
professional training on various engagements handled by this office. During
all this time they pursued their studies, and in the course of seven or eight
years acquired a theoretical foundation and a practical experience of unusual
scope for young men. Their dad being a member of our firm, in my opinion,
did not always do them full justice in the way of compensation—at least he
set more severe standards for his own boys than he did for others on our
staff who were utter strangers. However, the schooling they got was calcu
lated to be the best in the long run. They are now both married, and one of
them is a junior partner in our firm.
If the time should ever come when you begin to make good, all kinds
of opportunities will offer themselves to accept private employment in busi
ness organizations (where you may be doing professional work for the
firm) at a compensation considerably greater than you will then be receiving.
The test of your fitness for the profession will come when you can decline
these opportunities and stick to your chosen career. It is easier to become
proficient in one routine job or with the problems of one particular business
(and you can be very much more valuable to a business after you have
learned all about its needs) than to learn a profession which has to deal with
every kind of business and be able to bring to the problems of each one
suggestions of value, although at the outset of your engagement you know
nothing whatever about the technique of that particular business.
My purpose in the foregoing rambling dissertation is to enable you to get
a perspective of the thing you are thinking about and to present a vision of
some of the problems which the choice of the profession of accountancy will
involve.
After all, the best service I can render you is not to offer you a job, but to
say something which might help you intelligently to decide for yourself what
is by all odds the most important and biggest problem with which you ever
will be confronted, namely, that of wisely and intelligently choosing your
life’s work.
Yours sincerely,
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